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Mutual Benefits of Farming Ethnic 
Crops

Imagine the taste of home. The cuisine 
that comes to mind may bring with it a 
wave of nostalgia. The taste and smells 
of our favourite foods have the power to 
bring memories forth from the recesses 
of our minds. Food can comfort. It 
can bring joy. It can bring families and 
friends together and remind us who we 
are.

It is little wonder then, that food has 
a central role in so many cultures and 
communities, and why families that 
have emigrated to other parts of the 
world often wish to retain the foods 
from their homelands. It can help 
people hold onto a sense of heritage 
and identity in a scary, new world.

‘Ethnic’ foods, fruits, vegetables, and 
herbs – those pertaining to a specific 
group with shared attributes, such as 
culture or country of origin – often have 
unique characteristics not shared with 
any of the conventional crops grown in 
the US. They are imported to fulfil the 
demands of ethnic communities or are 
grown on a limited scale. Many ethnic 

consumers are willing to pay a premium 
for these foods, when they can obtain 
them. As such, opportunities exist for 
local farmers to fill this niche market 
by moving away from production 
of traditional commodity crops and 
towards production of ethnic crops.

These opportunities are becoming 
increasingly important for farmers 
along the East Coast of the US. East 
Coast farms have been at risk since 
the 1980s because of highly volatile 
market prices. Additionally, East Coast 
farmers operate on relatively small land 
areas in comparison to the larger crop 
farmers from the mid-West, resulting in 
a higher production cost per unit of crop 
output. This puts them at a competitive 
disadvantage and threatens the long-
term viability of their operation. For 
traditional ‘commodity crop’ farms 
(growing staples such as corn and 
soybean) large acreage and lower 
relative production costs are critical to 
be economically feasible.

Many East Coast farmers have already 
begun transitioning to the production 
of speciality and niche crops, including 
ethnic crops, to increase profitability. 

By tapping into a different market, 
these farmers mitigate the competitive 
disadvantage they have when 
producing similar crops to their larger 
competitors. The rapid expansion of 
ethnic populations along the East 
Coast – and their purchasing power – 
presents local farmers with significant 
opportunities to forge a niche for 
themselves within a market that is likely 
to continue expanding in the future. 
Additionally, being within proximity of 
densely populated areas in the region 
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Farmers in the East Coast of the US are struggling to compete 
against the larger farms of other regions. Coupled with rising 
production costs and increasingly difficult growing conditions, 
producing conventional commodity crops is no longer viable 
for these farms. Switching to speciality and niche ethnic crops 
could help these farmers break into a growing market, improve 
profitability and future viability – and help fulfil the needs of ethnic 
communities. Dr Ramu Govindasamy from Rutgers University uses 
a market-first approach to investigate and develop opportunities for 
farmers to transition to ethnic crop production.
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may help to reduce the costs and 
difficulties associated with distribution 
and ensuring produce is still fresh when 
reaching the shelves.

But trying to capitalise on any market 
without first understanding that market 
is to tempt disaster. East Coast farmers 
need strategies underpinned by reliable 
evidence before beginning the transition 
to ethnic crops. Understanding the 
market and the needs of potential 
consumers is vital to ensure long-term 
economic viability. Equally important 
is identifying ethnic crops suited to the 
growing conditions in the US, using 
reliable scientific evidence.

Dr Ramu Govindasamy of Rutgers 
University and his collaborators have 
been developing strategies for East 
Coast farmers to transition to ethnic 
crop production based on scientific 
and market evidence. He emphasises 
a market-first approach that helps to 
mitigate grower risk and guarantee 
success by matching the needs of 
consumers more precisely with food 
production. By developing coordinated 
production and cooperative marketing 

strategies between farms along the East 
Coast, Dr Govindasamy aims to prevent 
rapid over-production of specific crops 
and the associated price depression, 
and ensure year-round availability of 
these foods for ethnic communities 
throughout the region.

Understanding Ethnic Consumers

Ethnic populations contribute a great 
proportion of the total US population 
growth. Between 2000 and 2010, the 
US population increased by 9.5%. 
In contrast, the Hispanic population 
increased by 34% and the Asian 
population increased by 33% during the 
same period. Over one million foreign-
born people become legal permanent 
residents of the US each year. The 
East Coast region, in particular, is 
characterised by the high proportion of 
the growing ethnic population. 

By extrapolating results obtained 
through consumer surveys to 
population sizes, Dr Govindasamy 
estimated the potential ethnic produce 
markets for different ethnic subgroups 
along the East Coast. He estimated the 

annual market for Chinese produce at 
US $245 million to $296 million, while 
appealing to Asian Indian communities 
could capture a market worth US $190 
million to $230 million per annum. 
Similar potential exists within the 
Hispanic community market, with the 
East Coast Mexican market annual 
worth estimated at US $281 million 
to $362 million, and the Puerto Rican 
markets potentially netting US $531 
million to $655 million per year.

Although Dr Govindasamy’s consumer 
profile investigations revealed some 
similarities between ethnicities and 
ethnic subgroups useful for creating a 
general profile for the consumer group 
as a whole, exploring the relevant 
characteristics, shopping patterns, 
preferences, and opinions of ethnic 
subgroups is critical for effectively 
targeting specific ethnic markets. 
‘The type of food cooked, patterns 
of purchasing produce, and amount 
spent on food are very centric to and 
dependent on cultural trends,’ says Dr 
Govindasamy.
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For example, the Hispanic community is diverse – in addition 
to Mexicans and Puerto Ricans, Hispanic communities also 
originate from Cuba, Central and South America, and other 
Spanish-speaking cultures. Dr Govindasamy found that some 
of the most promising ethnic crops to cultivate and market to 
appeal to the East Coast Mexican community include tomatillo, 
jalapeno chili peppers, calabacita squash, and pablano or 
ancho chili peppers. In contrast, promising crops favoured by 
Puerto Rican communities include culantro, pepinillo, batata 
sweet potatoes, and aji dulce sweet peppers.

Understanding where and how different ethnic communities 
prefer to shop for their produce can also inform effective 
distribution and marketing strategies. ‘Many ethnic 
communities have their own channels of produce distribution 
outside the traditional retail supermarket industry and few 
studies have studied this informal and growing industry and its 
consumer base,’ explains Dr Govindasamy. In recent research 
investigating the ethnic food preferences of Chinese, Asian 
Indian, Mexican, and Puerto Rican consumers, he found that 
88% of the individuals surveyed bought their ethnic greens and 
herbs from ethnic grocery stores. By expanding and developing 
distribution networks based on these results, farming 
businesses could capture more of the potential consumers. 

Putting these strategies in place could also help East Coast 
farmers future-proof their enterprises by priming them for 
emerging markets. ‘As ethnic demographic profiles change, 
fresh produce marketers and commercial growers aware of 
such trends may be able to alter or add to their selection of 
crops to effectively respond to new trends and changes in 
demand,’ Dr Govindasamy explains.

Refining Production Strategies

In addition to informing strategies for marketing and 
distribution, Dr Govindasamy also helps farmers identify 
suitable ethnic crops for production in the East Coast through 
careful selection and subsequent field trials. In his research on 
Asian Indian and Chinese consumers, Dr Govindasamy used 
surveys to identify the vegetables, leafy greens, and herbs most 
sought by these communities. Over 100 potential Asian ethnic 
crops were identified, narrowed down by a panel of experts 
based on production barriers, such as climate, growth cycle, 
seed availability and regulation, and market competition. In 
another study, which also included Mexican and Puerto Rican 
consumers, Dr Govindasamy and his panel of experts narrowed 
down the list of potential ethnic crops to 10 per ethnicity before 
using surveys to rank them in terms of popularity. 

Field production trials were used to refine growing strategies 
to maximise productivity. Assessing plant vigour, yield, and 
growth rate over multiple years and across different regions of 
the East Coast helps farmers select the most appropriate ethnic 
crops to produce for their individual farms. As these plants are 
not native to the US, careful consideration was also given to 
the potential for these species to become invasive. Appropriate 
management strategies were devised from this evidence, such 
as timely harvesting to prevent plants setting seed. The findings 
from these trials help farmers make informed decisions about 
which ethnic crops, and which cultivars, are economically 
viable for commercial production.

In addition to production trials, Dr Govindasamy and his 
team conducted nutritional assessments on the ethnic crops 
selected. This revealed that many of these food plants are 
nutrient dense and a rich source of vitamins and minerals. 
Scientific analyses such as these can drive market interest, and 
may even help ethnic foods reach the mainstream markets. 
‘In addition to taste and visual appearance, today’s healthy 
choice for food calls for increased nutritional value from eating 
a diversity of horticultural crops,’ explains Dr Govindasamy, 
‘Mainstream consumers may find expanded or even better 
choices from ethnic vegetable, leafy green, and herb cultivars.’

Dr Govindasamy and his team’s market-first, science driven 
approach has proven successful for agricultural business 
enterprises around the world. By providing East Coast farmers 
with reliable, thorough strategies for transitioning to ethnic 
crop production, their future economic viability is vastly 
improved. By investigating ethnic consumers’ preferences 
and needs, these communities get improved access to their 
favourite foods from their homelands. Using Dr Govindasamy’s 
approach, everyone’s a winner.
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